Pmdmg he ' eedles
in the Haystack

~ Which students are in dang,er of dropping 'out?-Atcurate data
can help schools find these students and keep them in school.

_' Eric Spai'k_s,ndan'e_t' L. Johnson, énd Pa_trickAkoé _

tsnot HCWS—;-U.S. high schools are
facing a dropout crisis. Although official

emerged that only about 7 in 10
- & students successtully complete high
- school (Stillwell & Hoffman, 2008; Swanson,
2008). Those who drop out face the prospect
- of higher unemployment and incarceration -
~ rates and lower lifetime earnings (Sum, Khati-
wada, Mclaughlin, & Palma, 2009).
To address this problem most effectively,
schools need to know who drops out and
- why. The 2004 Dropout Prevention Act iden-
tifies variables that may indicate potential
dropouts. These include poor attendance, low
grade point average, low standardized test
scores, low reading and math scores, special

. program placement, grade retention, disci-

- pline referrals and suspensions, low '
socioeconomic status, frequent
school moves, teen parent-
hood, and certain kinds of
family status (for example,
coming from a single-parent
family). However, the act cites
no comprehensive research
indicating what combination 6f

46 FEDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP / FEBRUARY 2010

estimates vary, a growing consensus has -

factors aétually éffectg a student’s -likelih'ood of

dtopping out (U.S. Department of Educauon

2004).

Too often, schools use demographic factors -
to identify students who are “at risk” of
failing. This practice can lead to stereotyping,.
delivering inappropriate services, or denying
opportunities to certain student groups. '
Although it is well known that students in
certain minority groups are more likely to
drop out, individual students do not drop out
because they are minorities. Other factors
play a role, and data can help schools deter-
mine what those factors are.

A study we recently conducted in a laxge,
southeastern U.S. school district attempted to
identify the forces driving dropout rates so
that the district could implement realistic and

viable dropout prevention strate-
gies. By identifying factors
-that were characteristic of
students who dropped
. out, we hoped to help
“educators target dropout
prevention efforts to
- students who needed . -
them most.




A Study of 9th Grade Dropouts
We targeted 9th grade for the study
because of the research literature (Akos
& Galassi, 2004; Catterall, 1998;
Hertzog & Morgan, 1998) documenting
the challenges students face during this
transitional vear. We evaluated data for
the 17,735 Oth grade students who
attencled the school district in 2003-04
and 2004-05. Of these students,
6 percent dropped out in 9th grade.
We intentionally did not report demo-
graphic attributes of these 9th grade
dropouts, such as gender and race.

We conducted a stepwise factor
analysis to determine which academic
" and behavioral variables would best
predict dropping out. After performing

tests of statistical significance, we identi- -

fied as risk factors any variables that -
were statistically more common among

Race, socioeconomic

status, and other
dem_ographic data
are not accurate
indicators of

~ dropout risk.

the population who dropped out,
compared with the population who did
not drop out.

Risk Factors: The Big3

. Initially, we found nine risk factors

ameong the two groups. Several of these
risk factors were highly correlated with

one another, (For
example, failing English I
~and scoring below grade
level on grade 8 standard-
ized reading tests were
highly correlated with
being retained in 9th grade.)
To simplify the analyses,
we removed some of the
highly correlated indica-
tors, which left us with
three factors that were
- significantly (p < .001)
more associated with 9th
grade dropouts than with
the overall student popu-
lation. We referred to -
-these factors as the Big 3:
Being retained in any
grade, kindergarten through
9th grade. We found that 60.9 percent of
9th grade dropouts had been retained at
some point during their schooling,
compared with 8.2 percent of students
who did not drop out. Of the retained
students who dropped out, 42.3 percent
had also failed the English I standard-
ized test.

Scoring below grade level on the North
Carolina end-of-grade math test in 8th
grade or failing Algebra I. About one-
third (33.7 percent) of 9th grade
dropouts scored below grade level on
the grade 8 standardized math test,
compared with 15.4 percent of ™
nondropouts. About one-fourth (26

_ percent) of 9th grade dropouts failed

Algebra 1,( compared with fewer than 12
percent of the nondropouts.

Receiving a long-term suspension. More
than one-third (35.2 percent) of 9th
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grade dropouts had received a suspet-
sion of more than 10 days in either 8th
or Oth grade, compared with only 2.4
percent of students who did not drop
out; 74.3 percent of the Tong-term
suspended students who dropped out
had also been suspended for a short
term.

The data showed that of all 9th

graders in the school district, 23 percent

had one or more of the Big 3 risk
factors. Of all the students who dropped
out in Sth grade, 84 percent had one or
mote of the risk factors. Students who
dropped oitt in 9th grade and who had

ance about which interventions would
be most likely to help:

Our analysis of the data showed that
even students with one or more of the
risk factors are more likely to stay in
school than to drop out. (79 percent of
them did not drop out.) We examined-
the population of students with the risk
factors who did not drop out and found
that they were not randomly distributed
across the school district. The dropout
rate for 9th grade students who had one
or more of these risk factors ranged

from 6 percent at one high school to 27
percent at another. When comparing

schools with the highest and lowest
dropout rates for these students, some -
patterns emerged, which point to the
following interventions:

_ Less tracking in middle school. Students
_who came from middle schools that
"“tracked students into ability-group
 tearns for most subjects had the highest

at least one of the risk factors repre-

sented 5 percent of all 9th graders;
-dropouts who had none of the tisk
“factors represented only 1 percent of all
"9th graders. ' :

More Needles, Smaller Haysfacks
“The purpose of the study was to

produce data that would help school ' _ - " rate of Oth grade dropout. This finding -
counselors and other educators find and 1 percent of the students in this © suggests that grouping underperforming
serve the students who were at highest  haystack dropped out. The haystack students together or tracking studerts
risk of dropping out. The survey found with the students who have at least one  into low-level classes may increase their
that 6 percent of the districts 17,735 of the risk factors has only 4,097 likeliheod of dropping out. '
oth grade students dropped out. studeruts, and 21 percent of the students Participation in extracurricular enrich-
Without any data to point the way, in this haystack dropped out. Clearly, it ment. Students who had participated in
trying to identify these students in would be easier to find the needles in after-school programs in 8th grade had
advance would be the equivalent of the smaller haystack. This is a better lower dropout rates, regardless of which
looking for a few needles in 2 large, place to target dropout prevention high school they entered. This effect >
17,735-student haystack. . ' efforts. varied, however, according to the type
Our task becomes easier, however, il : o of after-school program: Programs that

we divide the haystack into two parts on ~ What Interventions Make a Difference?  served a broad range of abilities and

the basis of whether students have any I addition to providing information focused on promoting resiliency and

of the Big 3 risk factors. The haystack - about the students who would be most  supporting achievement produced

with the students who have no risk ~ likely to benefit from dropout preven- . greater benefits than programs that
factors has 13,638 students, but orily tion efforts, our study provided guid- served only students who were below .

grade level and focused on skill
remediation.

~ Transition programs. Some of the high
schools with programs that helped
students ease the transition into Sth
grade also had lower dropout rates for
students with risk factors.

The variability of results for students
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with these risk factors suggested that
some programs, services, and structures
are effective for reducing the Sth grade
dropout rate. However, no causal rela-
tionship could be shown by examining
data from past programs. Moving
forward, school stalf; led by the school
counselors, began:to use these results
with data-driven decision models so
that they could better focus their efforts
and document effective practices.

Translating Data into Action

After we shared our results with the
school system, several of the high
schools initiated programs to reduce.Oth
grade dropout rates. When they exam-

Without any data to po:mt the way, |
trying to 1dent1fy potential dropouts
in advance would be the equivalent of
looking':fo_r a few needles in a large haystack.

ined data on students who were -
currently being served by dropout
prevention prograims, they found that
most of the students had none of the Big
3 risk factors. Instead of using data-
informed rationales, these schools may
have been selecting studerts on the
basis of dernographic information
‘because of the perception that low-
income and minority students were
likely to drop out. In response to our
study, they restructured their programs
to serve students with the Big 3 risk
factors.

At one high school, a team of educa-
tors targeted 9th graders with at least
two of the risk factors. They found that
most of the students had failed both
English I and the first part of Algebral,
and many had discipline problems or

previous retention issues. s, After
renoving from the list students who'
were already in special prograins, they
targeted 24 students: The educators -
Tevised a tutorial program to address
these students’ problems, with a reward
system for attendance, punctuality, and

. academic improveinent.

The school counselor also worked
with the students. Knowing that
research indicates that having 10 posi-

" tive contacts with tesistant students

often changes their attitudes and wins
their trust (Johnson, Sparks, Lewis;
Hall, & Johnson, 2006); the counselor

_persevered with the students and devel-

oped posmve relat10nsh1ps with them

Eventually, many of the students began
to seek her out when they wanted extra
help. For many, their attitudes, previ- -
ously described as lethargic or negative,
turned around. More important, 21 of -
the 24 students passed their English and
Algebra I courses and their end-ol-
course tests. These 21 students were all
promoted to 10th grade.

A Better Way

The three risk factors we discovered in
our study provide an objective way of
determining who is at risk of dropping
out. Race, socioeconomic status, and
other demographic data are also objec-
tive, but they are not accurate indicators
of dropout risk and should not be
regarded as such. Putting minority and
low-income students in programs

Johnson, J. L., Sparks, E., Lewis, R. G;, Hall
M., &:Johnson] (2006) Effecuve straie-
gies for supporting long-term suspended

deSLgned 1o improve educatlonal or-
behavioral problems that they do not

‘have may do more harm than good .
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